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inning Reading: Theor' and P

- _

gone who knows the literature on beginning reading is

____________
.

AmntrUde-that much still needs,to be learned aboilt what 'Os and-how s ould

be taught. Those who know.the literature and are also aware of what goes

s..4411 must face up to another inevitable conclusion; namely,

the failure o c -,.. ctic- to reflect what is

What is known with certainty is meager. Even de criptions,orthe very .

I

A-"
nature of the reading process 'Continue to'be characterized by diversity

rather than agreement. Within the framework of one Conception, for example,

reading is "bottom -up" processing. Ac ording to this interpretation, the

4 ^
reader. starts with letters and, as he

,

expectations fortheAords they will s As he identifies the words,op
-

, he has. further-expectations for how they will,be'strung together and What

.

_ they All -mean when assembled into phrases and sen

ttends to them, he begins to have

Contrasting with,this "data driven" interpreta

reading as being "conceptually driven." Within the

reading is, to Use Goodman' (1967) words, "a psych

ences,

tion is
'

one that sees
t;;''

latter framework,

linguistic g essing

age and, of h world

accepted or r ected--

1

Interpre ation, reading

0me" in the sense that a'reader''s knowledge of lang

suggests certain hypotheses that are tested--that

against what is printed. According,to this

"top-down" processing.

Still another interpretation, one that underlie this artiore, views
.--:- J .

.

.,,

------ *reading as an essentially interactive process (Rume :r t, 1976). Fr
`: - .

,

a perspective, top-down and bottom-up proces\ ing are en to occur si u ,....i
I

taneously, at least for a skilled reader. his makes successful eadin
.

1 .'

This article originally appeared in t
0 Arts, and is reprinted with the permission

Teachers of English;
,_. . .

3
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,dependent upon the information that is in the reader's head as upon the

2

information that is in the text. Comprehension will be obstructed,

*

therefore, whenever a critical skill or a cri,tical_piece_of knowledge_is

lacking. ,Wheri it is, the proficient reader finds a way to compensate.

0.

He might pause and sound out a word; or he might rely on aT-down processes

to solve the problem. In the latter caii-he might deduce the meaning

of the troublesome word from contextual information. Both types of sol

lutions are regularly-used by skilled readers and both contribute to their

.

success. When either top-down or bottom-up processing is followed to the

extreme, however, problems arise.

The danger 9f relying too heavily and exclusively on top -doWt

processing is obvious.' Balance between the information that the reader

brings to the text and that which the text shoald provide is lost. To

the extent that guesses are piled upon prior guesses the individual is

not really reading in any Useful ay.

. ,--.-

Relying too exclusively on,.what is printed may also create problems.

/
Because the human:mind is a limited Oocessor,.attention directed tb de-

coding means It attention will be taken away from other things--.from
. ,

what previously identified words sard,,for example. Limited processing
4

capacity is an espeCially critical problem for new readers since many of

the necessary subskills are..not yet well learned and dem.Ind conscious

4
,attention.

.

,

./

The remaining sections of this article will consider a number of

Firoblems that lies beginning readers and will point out what they indicate

.for reading I ruttiOn.
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Decoding '

4

For everything to work together in a smoothly coordinated way, readers

Must identify words automatically. Beginners, iiowevel., are still working

on that requirement. To assist them, phonics is` taught. Ideally, it will

be taught in-a way that concentrates on patterns of letters since it_is

- patterns, not individual etters, that suggest pronunciations. Although

instructional materiali n highlight, patterns, some teachers continue to

teach,decoding skills as if d cisi about a pronunciation can be made

letter by letter. The persistence probably ref ects the fact that the use

of-hew materials is often affected by old procedures and habits. Such an

explanatioh seemskreasonable'since Materials'of the past commonly assigned

unmerited importance to'individual letters.

Materi Is of the past also failed to underscore the need for flexible

application f.what is taught in phonics. More specifically, they failed

to portray decoding as a type of problem solving that does not begin with A

ready-Made an wer-but-, rather, seeks- one out with thejlelp'both of a word's

spelling and 8f the context in which that word is embedded. Teachers-who -5-

keep this in mind will steer away from having children decode words pre-
. , - `

--sented in lists and, instead, will move toward practice that concentrates-

on unfamiliar words placed i7/ seRtences. Practice (of the right kind) is 4
,

important because it is only rapid deCOding that assists With comprehens.ion.

I I .
' Although some might tai e it for granted that children get sufficient

-.- . , N,

and prolonged practice in decoding, claseropM observatio 'reveal something

_ ,
-N. %else. Once glossaries ap,ear in- books - =this occurs at out the third or

1/

fourth grade level- - "Look it up in the glossary" rs th directive-children

1

,.
,

commonly receive.when the7y are having trouble.with',a ew orcforgotten word. it,-

I .

,;

,1(



While nobody Would deny the value of their knowing how to use reference

materials like gjossa'ries and dictionaries, nobody either that

. .it makes littlesense to spend huge amounts of time teaching phonics'in

-the- primary gradesif what is -taught. s- -put'- on--the- shells -in -sub---

Sequent years. Nr.

....Anyone teaching phonics also needs to keep in mind a Point made earlier;

..-niiiier9Yth4t-th-d-hUman mind is a limited processor,. Because it is,
7

reader's processing capacity can;be.so taken ip with sounding out a ord

that he may block on previously identified words. The.meaning of this for

teaching is clear: Have children habitually reread any sentence Inv iCh

a "worked on" word occurs, once that word ha been identified. Only in this
I.

way ,is comprehension of the sentence likely. Simultaneously, the same habit

should discourage word-by-wOrd reading, something that hardly pitmo es

k
\comprehension.. .

i

I nk Anyone interested in promoting comprehension needs to knbw about syntax.
, -

. ,

COnsequenttythat topic li discussed next .

.

'Syntax .

-

Syntax refers to the order of Words in a phrase or sentence. ,Such order

is significant because'Engish 1$ a4ositional language. That is; it relies

heavily on word order to convey meaning. Consequently, to change.orden.is

to change meaning. Expressions like off day and day off effectively demon-
.

straie- this.

The dependence of meaning'on word order indicateS that even though a .

child's ability to decode is important for readipg,.it is not sufficient fOr
,

. 11
:

.'r

- success, That decoding might be sufficient is associated with.a conception
/ .

it /aslorWriting that views itias being no more than ciphered speech. According. _

\

\
\

/
I.

r,
. 4 4
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to this view, if children can learn to translate printed words into their

. .

spoken equivalent,',the.problem of reading is solved. All that's needed is

the'applidation of previously acquired ,language skills to the deciphered

. 1

text. Why such a view is an overly simple and misleading conception of

,reading can be'explained in a variety of wys.

Virst of all, there is good reason to'question whether beginnin

r\

reade s have'as much tempetance in oral language as is often claime . The

frequent assertion,that child?en-ehiering school hive mastered the exceedingly
*.,

.

complex strUcIture of our language is.basedon the finding that, even'though
.

-
r 1

the young child doe n9it produce sentences having the-complexity found in

.
.

adultspeec,, his own speeCh does reflect all of the basic syntactic. ,

,. i r 'N .

-.,I
: transformations. Concl ding

.

that children have Mastered syntax because they
4.,

.

-Ib-
. /

,can useibastc grammati4, structt,ures is, however, a little like,describing

4

(/ 7 old. Walerffio and Malfese, l972 )
iv

someone as a grand master imply because he knows the legal moves of the

.
4 a

chess pieces: Not to be ov rlooked, either, is le evidence which. indicates-
, .

that childrenlcontinpe to ma e'substtintial gainsAmin their ability to use
/ , .

.
4

t

and understand syntactic strut ures until they are at least thirteen year's

. But, lee.s-supposetthat a child does have the syntactic competence to

interpret a given sentence in spoken.discourse. Can it:automatically,be,

assumed that he will understand it if itt.were written? Our answer.is'wNot

necessarily" fo-F the following reasons.

Ordinarily, spoken_language occurs in a. rich context of external events

that.grovides comprehension aids not found on the printed page. Or, to

1::t)thiSdifferently, the speaker is far more helpful to the listener than
4114

is bie author to the reader. Furthermore, Wheiliepeaking fluently, people



I

tend to restrict pauses and breaths to syntactic boundaries. They neither/
/

.
/,

/

speak as if every word were followed by a comma nor do they move breath-,/,

less -ly on in an attempt tosay everything at once. Instead, they provlde
/

/
a listener with temporal cues that help with comprehension because they

indicate meaningful units of.words. Apparently th-elistener depends Qh
,

---------- /

suffersthese temporal cues for when they are distorted, comprehension (1-7--

(Huggins, 1977Y.

Contrasted with spoken language, written discourse is stingy in the

help it offers a reader with syntax. Replacing'the obviously helpful paUses

of oral language'is punctuation, but-it is a poor substitute if only because

it comes too late. The reader is pretty much on his own, then, as he

attempts to group words, into such necessary yniti as phrases and clauses.

And unless he can recover the syntacticstructure of.a printed sentence, it

doesn't matter whether he does or does not havethe syntattic competence to

understand its oral eqdivalent.

To the extent that the processes of i

a sentence are unique to reading, we might

the beginner. It is hardly surprising,

dentifying the syntactic units of

.
,

c

therefore, that studies of,beginni

expect them(to be a problem for
yi

readers' troubles have identified the fat]

phrasal,units, and he tendency to indulge

Of-thetext,than

The failure

ure to sample written material in

in- many more fixations .per line

o4nature readers (Levin and Kaplan, 1970; Kolers, 1976).

of beginners to organize sentences into phrases creates

memory probtems, he ce comp.rehension problems too. This is the case sine
0

It is the meaningfu ness of a series of words that,allows a lisfeneror a,

-reader to rememb Recalling ran, bsy; little, to,-school, the, for;

ng

p
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example, is far more difficult than remembering the very same words
/

presented in 'a meaningful order like the little boy ran to school..

The indispbtable impOrtance of getting an author's words organized

into. meaningful units if they are to be both understodd and remembered

raises'questions about some common classroom activities. For example,

word-identification practice that is routinely carried on by having
*

children eead individual, isolated words (fla'shcard practice) is hardly

likely to foster the type of processing that the comprehension of

sentences requires. 'Raising a question about this type of practice,

however, is not to question practice itself. To the contrary, for one, of

the common problems found among poor rears isthe inability to identify

words=sufficiently quickly. Such a pro416 is not remedied with less

practice'but, rather, with different and better practice. Better practice

would 'have children Cdncentrate on connected words (the girl, on the.

table), not on isolated words'(the,' 'girl! on, the, table).

O

, Another common'classroom activity called into question by the im-
......_ v ____ .,.....

0

portance of segmentinga,sentence into meaningful parts is the one called

"round Tobin" reading. This is the procedure in wi'ich one child reads aloud.

, .: .
. r

while others in his group are expected to follow the same material silently-.

f 'Anyone who has observed the procedure soon learns that, at the 'beginning

leveil, oral reading is of the:halting, word-by-word kind. As such, it

hardly provides an ideal model for anyone who is attempting to-put_an author's

words together in a way that will assist' with understanding them.

The great emphasis put on oral reading in ,khe primary.grades might also

foster other problems related to comprehension since it portrays reading

as a performing art'rather than, an effort to understand. what an author has

r

4R2f21.
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written. The erroneous pdrtra9t1 is undesirable because it could inhibit

young readers from'arriving,at the understanding that reading is not saying

something to another but is, instead, getting something from another.

Further Differences betweent.Spoken and Written language

Still more:differences between spoken and written language needto be

kept inmirid because they also help to pinpoint the special requirements of

success with reading.

One very significant difference has to do4with the setting in which

childrep acquire, use, and respond to oral. language. Setting, in this case,

'refers to such nonlanguage "extras" as shared-experiepces, gestures, facial

O

expressions, and pointing - -all of which offer considerable assistance with

oral language comprehension. In the face of written language, on the

.

other hand, a reader has no extra- linguistic contexts. '..Instead, he must

construct mental contexts from clues that come from the printed page and

from his/her knowledge of the world.
a

For beginners, constructing the necessary contexts can be difficult.

\

Since\writers cannot do such things,as point, referring expressions (words

like'this, that, here, and there) may 4 incomprehensible and so, too, may

the4intended,referents of certain words. To illustrate thjs,.consider a

"simple" sentence tike, John said to Peter, "Come over to.my house tomorrow."

If a child heard-this sentence, he or-she woUld understand that my referred

to the speaker and that tomorrow referred to the day after the utterance.

To read the same sentence, however, my has to be intirpreted as meanin John's

while tomorrow has to be interpreted as meaning-the day after John spo e to

-Peter. For a child, these necessary changes in perspective may not be easy=-

at least not as easy as we commonly assume them to be.

t 10

5'

-4°

7
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Since fiction cheracierist)Cally requires a reader both to establish

and shift perspective, the traditional practice of using storiA-,%/to teach,
e., ,i , ri

beginning readtag may be/efaulty one. Admittedly,.adthors of theeteasy
.

readers make generous,{ise of pictures', which should aid children in construe-

/
ting the mental ;9atexts that zomprehensionirequires. However, plqtures can

lead to other, oblems; namely, a relian on pictures instead ()Con words,

and, secon

Semant

,.reduced Mbtivat. to read a story since the tell 'it.

re problems that face the'beginner in reading have to do with

-he need to undergtand'the meanings of words. Such a need is verified not

only by the application sa,comiiion -sense but al-so by test data. Over' the.

years, for example, a persistent' research finding has pointed to the close

association'that exists between scores on vocabulary tests and scores on

measures.of reading achievement.

Research data on vocabulary itself agree with what as-foun when clals.7

.

rooms are visited; for, when they are, generous amounts of confusion about

meanings are revealed (Durkin, 1976). Children as advanced as fourth graders

have been heardto define border, (in the context of "South of the Border")

as "somebodrwho lives with you but he's not your family.". In earlier grades,

. bold has been explained as meaning "not having any hair` on the ;top of your

head" whereas canyon was described as "a big gun that you use, in a war."

,

Research data uncover vocabulary problems that are more subtle and )

hidden. One study, for instance, revealed'unexpected complications in

acquiring correct meanings for words like give, take, buy,., and sell (Geniner,

1975). At first, children assign equivalent meanings, to give and sell,

and 'to take and buy? Only-later.are they able to deal with a second



1-

#

"3-

10

0-
. t

dimen ion of-medning for sell and buy (the transfer of money), which allows

for listinct-itms between give and sell, and between take and buy.. Other,
, -

studies report well-known findings; for instance, children's tendency to

overgeneralize and undergeneralize meanings.'- Initially, for examnie a

word like brother incl0des all male'children bdt no nile adults, Only With

the accumulation of experiences does the trine meaning come through.

- .

Meanings for words that are in a context can create even greater pat-

lems; for, now, children must move from a wide range of-passible meanings

- to the one that fits the context. Often., knowing what does fit requires

not only a knowledge of that range but also'the ability tO infer what is

.

only implied in the context. At times, background knowledge,is an 0

additional prerequisite for success.

What all this says to teachers is crystal clear: If each child's

,pdtential for reading is to be realized,'attention to listening-speaking,

vocabularies must be viewed both as a serious and a 'neyer-ending responsibility.

Text'Organization

.1

Just as word -by -word reading-thwarts comprehension, so tw does sentence=

by-sentence reading since relationships also- exist among sentences. Generally,

classroom instruction first deals with sentence relationships through the

avenue of sequence. What4Wappened first? ',What happened next? And then what
a

happened? These are frequent queries when,a selection is being discussed.

Relationships other,than sequece, however, are common in written discourse

and cover such thingS as causel-effect relationships, explanations, elabo-

rations, examples, excekions, contradictjons, and conclusions.

Even thou h comprehension depends upon success in integrating'informar .

(

.

tion across sentencesiyesearch on this topic with primary grade children is

i
I \ / 4,

.

, ."\
.

. :

12.
,

9

les



,\
s.

1

practically nonexistent. Nonetheless, based on the best evidence available,

it appears that children have a great deaf learn about inter-sentence

relationships.
,

Authors offer help' with .interrelationships through the way they'organi2t ;

what they write. 'Highly visible sins of organization, for instance, charac-,

.
terize most expositoryxpository material. An intro-duct'

e.
. Andicates what is to come Whereas a su!Mmary

.

.

,

between, headings and subheadings suggest whaly is major,

IL
..

, .

(often labeled as such)

k ches what has,been said. In

what is minor, and

what elates to what. Exactly how primary-g ade readers use such organize-
,

,tionll aids is unknown; for, again, researc is lacking. --In this case. the

excelsively generous use of narrative mat
/
HA] in the early grades may be

one explanation for the omission.

)-4%,

-, The struCture'bUllt. into written/aterial, of curse, is not the only
!

kind that affects what is comprehendid and
-

retained.1 Another-important kind

IS what is built into

--

_ ,
-,: , ,
inforTion. What is

materi61; 'but what is
I-7

tp'eteafier's head.., us:; as was .t.i4derscored=14 the Unitise] part of this

I

'', ,,,-.

i:,1&

..i.

article, sudceSsful eading emerges as'a hi.01rdbmplex, intellective processf, ..._ ,

i ,,,,

in which What r}the ader brings to the page is as important as 'What is

t

,
,

'written. That is w y edit:prehension always is a highly personal; experience.

he reader himself in'he form of experiences and:

sed from thi:t knowledge structure is affected by the
t

in the written message isalso affected by what is.in

O

13
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